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The Dutch policy regarding the transition towards a bio-based economy: 
Ex-ante evaluation from a transition science perspective 
 
The current global economy is highly dependent on fossil resources in providing our demand 
for energy, chemicals, and materials. Fossil resources however are finite and their depletion 
has wakened the notion of scarcity. In parallel, the global economy’s supply of fossil 
resources increasingly relies on a limited number of countries in politically instable regions. 
Not only supply is an important issue. The abundant usage of fossil resources is an important, 
if not arguably the single most important, cause of climate change. In response to these 
constraints, the Dutch government is contemplating an economy in which fossil resources are 
increasingly replaced by renewable, bio-based, resources. For this cause, a policy program 
was formulated that justifies and explains the government's role in guiding the transition 
towards a bio-based economy (Department of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality, 2007). 
This paper provides an ex-ante evaluation of the Dutch government's policy on the 
transition towards a bio-based economy from a transition science perspective. The main 
research questions are: How can the current Dutch policy for stimulating a bio-based 
economy gain from recent insights brought by transition theories? What guidelines can be 
derived for future policy making concerning a bio-based economy? The transition science 
perspective offers valuable insights that can be used to reformulate and (further) specify the 
Dutch policy program on the transition towards a bio-based economy. More specifically, the 
Multi-Level Perspective (e.g., Rip and Kemp, 1998; Geels, 2002; Geels and Schot, 2007) 
explains the mechanisms in transition processes and provides a useful framework for long-
term and strategic policy development. It does not provide any practical guidelines though. 
For this purpose, the Transition Management literature is more useful. This literature provides 
more practical guidelines on the do's and don'ts in guiding a transition trajectory (and on the 
limitations faced in trying to do so) (e.g., Rotmans et al., 2000; Wiskerke and Van der Ploeg, 
2004; Loorbach, 2007). Finally, the approach of Strategic Niche Management suggests that 
more attention should be paid to lower levels of intervention and proposes several guidelines 
for the formation of social networks and the quality of learning processes in niche 
experiments (e.g., Kemp et al., 1998; Raven, 2005; Van der Laak et al., 2007). Although the 
insights derived from transition science are quite universal by nature, this paper demonstrates 
that they can be applied to the specific context of transition towards a bio-based economy. 
Furthermore this paper points out that the relevance of such analysis is not limited to the 
Dutch context but may also be instructive to other countries' governments that seek to 
transform the fossil basis of their economies. 
This paper is divided into four sections. The first section describes what is meant by a 
bio-based economy in closer detail. The second section explicates the Dutch policy program: 
why government is involved, what its role is and how it is trying to achieve its objectives. The 
third section introduces the transition science perspective. It briefly covers the literature on 
the Multi-Level Perspective, Strategic Niche Management, and transition management. 
Consequently these approaches are projectedon the Dutch policy program and used to specify 
guidelines to improve this program in order to increase its likelihood of success. In conclusion 
this paper summarises the main findings and identifies the limitations which need to be 
addressed in future research. 
 
References 
 
Department of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality, 2007. Overheidsvisie op de bio-based 
economy in de energietransitie: De keten sluiten (The Dutch government's vision on the 
bio-based economy in the energy transition: Closing the chain). The Hague. (in Dutch) 
Geels, F.W., 2002. Understanding the dynamics of technological transitions: A co-
evolutionary and socio-technical analysis. Ph.D. Thesis. Twente University, Enschede. 
Geels, F.W., and J. Schot, 2007. Typology of sociotechnical transition pathways. In: Research 
Policy, vol. 36, pp. 399-417. 
Kemp, R., J. Schot, and R. Hoogma, 1998. Regime shifts to sustainability through processes 
of niche formation: The approach of strategic niche management. In: Technology Analysis 
and Strategic Management, vol. 10, pp. 175-196. 
Loorbach, D.A., 2007. Transition management: New mode of governance for sustainable 
development. Ph.D. Thesis. Eramus University Rotterdam, Rotterdam. 
Raven, R.P.J.M., 2005. Strategic niche management for biomass: A comparative study on the 
experimental introduction of bioenergy technologies in the Netherlands and Denmark. 
Ph.D. Thesis. Eindhoven University of Technology, Eindhoven. 
Rip, A., and R. Kemp, 1998. Technological change. In: Rayner, S., and E.L. Malone (eds.). 
Human choice and climate change, pp. 327-399. Battelle Press, Columbus (OH). 
Rotmans, J., R. Kemp, M. van Asselt, F. Geels, G. Verbong, and K. Molendijk, 2000. 
Transities & transitiemanagement: De casus van een emissiearme energievoorziening 
(Transitions & transition management: The casus of a low emission energy supply). 
Maastricht University, Maastricht. (in Dutch) 
Van der Laak, W.W.M., R.P.J.M. Raven, and G.P.J. Verbong, 2007. Strategic niche 
management for biofuels: Analysing past experiments for developing new biofuel 
policies. In: Energy Policy, vol. 35, pp. 3213-3225. 
Wiskerke, J.S.C., and J.W. van der Ploeg (eds.), 2004. Seeds of transition: Essays on novelty 
production, niches and regimes in agriculture. Royal Van Gorcum, Assen. 
